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Abstract

This paper compares youth who belong to congregations with a strong program of youth ministry with those
who do not. Those who experience youth ministry are more likely to have personal devotions, remain in
the church, perceive the pastors’ influence more positively, and avoid at-risk behaviors. It stresses the need
for personal involvement, demonstrations of caring, and willingness to make changes in congregational
programming. It gives a number of suggestions for discussions with youth groups.

T

he church that has a vibrant, caring youth ministry
program in place for the youth of their church is
already on the way to stopping flow of youth away
from their church. To stop the hemorrhaging of
the church you have to start by caring for the youth you
already have. This sort of ministry starts with learning the
names of the youth of the church. Much of the research
into how kids survive in difficult situations and continue to
function almost normally revolves around the concept of
resilience. “We don’t teach a kid how to become resilient.
We surround them with social support or a loving and
caring environment, we learn their names and greet them
personally taking a few moments to talk one-to-one, and
we develop enduring relationships with them. Through
these steps, they build strength and improve their ability
to defeat overwhelming odds they face every single day”
(Hopkins, 2002). You cannot overstate the power of the
presence of a caring adult in the life of a young person,
someone who really cares and supports the youth through
both good and bad times.
The Valuegenesis results support the concept that these
caring adults can effectively reach kids through the youth
ministry program of the local church. It is clear that those
kids who have a strong youth ministry program do better in
many areas of their lives than do kids without access to this
ministry (Gane and Kijai, 2006 ). Youth who have relationships with caring adults in the contexts of youth ministry
programming have much higher levels of mature faith than
do their counterparts who do not have access to a youth
ministry program. Among the many scales developed in
the Valuegenesis study was one to measure “mature faith.”

The “mature faith” scale measured both vertical (relationship to God) and horizontal faith (social concern). One of
the individual items in this scale revealed that only 42% of
the group with no access to youth ministry reported that
they seek opportunities to help them grow spiritually while
of those with the strongest youth ministry programs 69%
sought opportunities to grow spiritually. Another item
revealed that of youth who have little or no youth ministry only 20% tell us they care a great deal about reducing
poverty while 40% feel strongly about reducing poverty
among the group who experience active youth ministry
programs. These differences are similar for all the items
in the “mature faith” scale.
“Intrinsic orientation to religion” is the term that Allport (1950) used to describe the internalization of religion.
He found in his studies that intrinsic orientation to religion
among teenagers is a strong predictor of deep religious
conviction in their adult years. There is a greater chance
that youth who have higher levels of intrinsic orientation
to their religion are more likely to remain in the church.
As we examine individual items within the Intrinsic
Orientation Scale we find that only 28% of those without
youth ministry see private prayer and devotion as being
important to them, as opposed to 50% of those who do.
Only 8% of those without youth ministry enjoyed reading
about their religion while 27% with strong youth ministry
programs found this activity enjoyable. Those with youth
ministry are much more likely to say that their religion
answers many of the questions about the meaning of life
(34% as opposed to 17%).
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Of the youth in the Valuegenesis study who had a
The youths’ perceptions as to whether the church
youth ministry program in their local church 85% told us is open, warm, flexible, and exciting are also influenced
that they intended to remain involved in the church when by youth ministry. Youth with a weekly youth ministry
they were 40 years old. Although 61% of the group with- program are more inclined to see their church as growing
out youth ministry also told us the same thing, it is clear than are those without it. (See Figure 2)
that this is a considerably lower number. Youth ministry
When we look at the impact that youth ministry has on
also had a relationship with how satisfied youth were with the perceptions of youth about various measures of climate
their church. If they perceived the youth program to be in the church, we find that those who have meaningful
meaningful, they were more likely to express satisfaction youth ministry programs are much more likely to see the
with their church experience (80% as opposed to 50%).
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Figure 1. Youth Ministry and the Local Church (VG II)
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There is also a shift in the youths’ perception that is
related to the thinking climate in the church. Where there
is a strong youth ministry program, the youth feel they
are challenged to think (55% as opposed to 27%), they are
being stretched in worship (52% versus 28%), and they are
encouraged to ask questions (48% versus 26%).
M ore then W eekly Y outh M in
One of the things that causes parents and leaders
W eekly Y outh M in
concern
No Y outh M in is the penchant adolescents have to experimentation. It appears that a large number of youth in any faith
community will experiment with various aspects of what
can be termed “at-risk” behavior. Junkin (2000) suggests
from her research and experience that youth leaders and
to some extent parents should recognize and be supportive
of this time of questioning and exploration. Truly listening
to students and hearing their concerns rather than telling

Weekly Youth Ministry
No Youth Ministry
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them what they should do and be, fosters growth instead
of further rebellion at this stage. Thoughtfully provoking
appropriate answers and creating an environment where
students feel free to openly question without guilt, provides
valuable opportunities to encourage final commitments
that augment adolescent’s recognition of God’s will for
their lives. (p. 38)
Junkin further states that “Christian educators, pastors,
and youth workers are in the unique position of assisting adolescents in developing a healthy well-integrated,
personal and spiritual identity.” Litchfield (1997) found
that future-intended religious involvement influenced
involvement in deviant behaviors even more than current
religiosity, and knowing that adolescents with exposure to
youth ministry are more likely to have more positive intentions regarding future involvement in the church should
strengthen our resolve to facilitate youth ministry.
The Valuegenesis research looked at involvement
in “at-risk” behavior. The survey instrument asked how
often in the last month teens had used alcohol, tobacco,
marijuana, or cocaine, been binge drinking (having five
alcoholic drinks in quick succession), violent, shoplifted,
or been in trouble at school. It also asked about sexual
activities, depression, and thoughts of suicide in the past
month. There were major differences in the behavior
of the youth depending on their level of involvement in
meaningful youth ministry. In the sample with meaningful
youth ministry, 79% had not used alcohol while of those
without youth ministry the figure was 66%. There was a
10% difference between the two groups in binge drinking
and tobacco use. Six percent fewer youth were involved in
sexual intercourse in the past month in the group with youth
ministry with fewer suffering depression and attempting
suicide, (5%). The Australia/New Zealand Valuegenesis

(Gane, 1997) study found major differences in the attitudes
of youth to the church’s position on these “at-risk” behaviors.
The local churches were used to gain our sample of youth
rather than the church school system. (See Table 1.)
The evidence is overwhelming. If you wish to close
the back door of the church you must have a strong youth
ministry program; one that offers variety in worship
experiences, opportunities to lead, and challenges that
cause youth to think through the important issues of faith
and community. Youth ministry is not an option—it is an
imperative.
If we recall the reasons young people gave for severing
connection with the church, it will give us an indication of
what will need to change if we stand a chance of bringing
them back and having them stay. Adults can admit that
their lives do not always reflect what they preach. They
can be more open to sharing how they have allowed God
to work in their lives and at the same time let the youth
know that they still have a way to go.
When challenged by youth that they are focusing on
things that are not important, the leaders of the church
should listen and even be prepared to adjust their focus.
How important is the format of services? Is there a dress
code that is unbending? Tony Campolo tells the story of a
very conservative and highly structured church that had a
young, disheveled, long-haired, dirty visitor enter mid way
through the service. As he walked down the aisle the end
of each row was occupied, and no one looked like moving
along to accommodate him. He kept moving toward the
front and now every eye watched him, wishing he had
not walked in and disturbed things. Finally he sat down
in the front right under the pulpit. The congregation was
relieved to see an old, well-groomed member stand and
move forward with the help of his ornate walking stick.
Surely the young lout would be asked to leave. As the old

Table 1

Attitudes of Adventist Youth to Traditional Adventist Behavioral Expectations
No Youth
Youth
Ministry Ministry
One should not use tobacco (p<.05)
One should not drink alcohol (p<.05)
One should not listen to heavy rock music (p<.05)
One should not dance (p<.05)
One should not use illegal drugs (p<.05)
Sex should only occur within marriage (p<.05)
One should not eat unclean meat (p<.05)
One should not use drinks containing caffeine (coffee, Coca
Cola etc) (p<.05)
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man arrived he steadied himself with his cane and then
quietly sat down on the floor beside the young man. What
a wonderful sermon to see. What is my church like?
Older members may not think that they are critical and
uncaring, but often innocent remarks can be misunderstood.
If older members concentrate on the positive and ignore
the negative, the youth will grow in maturity. Margaret,
one of the finest elders I have had the privilege of working
with, was well in her 80’s when the church asked her to take
greater leadership responsibilities. They watched the way
she worked with the children and youth. What a powerful
influence of calm and peace she was. Any time a young
person did anything in
church, he/she would
receive a personal thank“One area that is a growing
you and a card or note to
concern is in the area
let the young person know
of worship and new or
how much he/she was
progressive approaches
appreciated. She never
that are being introduced.
missed a birthday or a
major event in any of the
In some churches we have
young people’s lives. She
witnessed worship wars,
would let them know that
and some congregations
she would be praying for
have been almost
them as they undertook
examinations or went for
destroyed. ”
a job interview. She was
truly loved, and although
she has passed away, she has left her legacy in the lives of
hundreds of young people.
When young people express the impression that the
church is preoccupied with organization and not concerned
for people, we really face a challenge. If the leaders of the
church and a good number of older members can just learn
and use the names of the young people, they will begin to
alter this impression. Open discussion with the youth as to
their needs and the types of ministry, worship, and programs
they want to see will also adjust this perception. When
ministry is happening, this perception begins to fade.
One area that is a growing concern is in the area of
worship and new or progressive approaches that are being
introduced. In some churches we have witnessed worship
wars, and some congregations have been almost destroyed.
This is an area that will take a lot of open discussion, time,
and negotiation. This is not about change for change’s sake
but an attempt to make the worship of the church a little
more contemporary and meaningful. If too many changes
are introduced all at once, the church may become unsettled
and make the older members feel insecure. Some older
members may protest that “we have always worshiped this
way; why do we need to change?” “If the young people don’t
66

like it they can go elsewhere.” It took two years and many
church business meetings for the leadership team in my
home church to introduce change. We began with youth
led worship services that happened only once every three
months. Young people invited their friends from school
and work and appreciated the new approach to worship
so much that by the end of the year they wanted to lead
out once a month. After a few years we had weekly youth
led services, and the numbers swelled from 25 to regularly
around 400. The more contemporary service is held in the
church hall because it seats twice as many as the church.
Approximately one third of the adults accepted an invitation to support the youth service, and the rest remained in
the main church. Interestingly the numbers in the main
church have not changed much for over ten years, but the
youth church has now outgrown the accommodation, and
the church is set to rebuild on a new site. The church has
learned to accept and appreciate the enthusiastic approach
the younger generation brings to worship. Thank God for
a group of adults who have learned to be tolerant, open,
caring, and visionary.
The following quote from an aging rock star, transvestite Boy George (London Daily Mail, Feb. 23, 2000) is an
insightful critique of the way church is often perceived:
On Sunday I attended the christening of my year-old
godson Michael, and he was as restless as everyone else.
The priest was a lovely man with impeccable dress sense,
but I was confused from the moment he took the pulpit.
Most of us only ever go to church for weddings and
funerals, so sticking to the Book is pointless... and what’s
the point of rattling on about sin when most of us are
doomed to eternal damnation? It doesn’t warm people
to Christianity; it only makes them feel like hypocrites.
Worse still are the utterly depressing hymns. I’d like to
see live music, acoustic guitars, and percussion. Church
should be a joyous and liberating experience— [it] badly
needs a face-lift because it is God’s theatre on earth, and
he should be packing them in.
Those young people who tell us they do not want to
be hypocritical and think it’s better not to come can be
supported by a group of adult leaders who share some of
their own struggles and who really know the grace of God
in their lives.
It is hard to find anyone who can’t remember feeling
that the church was restrictive when they were young. I have
found that when youth are involved in service projects or
ministry endeavors, the sense of being restricted tends to
fade. When you don’t have any ownership of the ministry
in the church, you feel restricted because many of the things
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you want to fill up your time with cut across what is appropriate for young Christians. When the church is interested
in the social side of young people’s lives and not just their
spiritual lives, they will work to engage them in lots of fun
activities. This takes time and demands attention, but it pays
dividends. So many of the youth who came to my church
were attracted by the social side of the church and stayed
on to become a vital part of its worship and ministry.
A really active youth ministry that caters for fellowship, nurture, worship, and outreach will offer an attractive
alternative for those who are tempted to try a different
lifestyle. If they are surrounded by friends, the pull-away
will be much less influential. When youth are leading in
fellowship/fun activities, nurture/growth initiatives, worship in all its aspects, and mission/evangelism, they will be
the “thought leaders” of the church, and we will not hear
the complaint: “The church does not allow me to think for
myself.” Times of open questions and discussion where the
youth are encouraged and feel safe to explore alternative
ideas will do much to strengthen their relationship to the
church community.
The following points may be helpful in getting these
discussion times started:
1. Ask questions that are more open than closed. These
are questions that begin with: Who, Where, Why, When,
What. Questions that cannot be answered with a “yes”
or “no” or a grunt.
2. Ask only one question at a time. Because we find
silence awkward, we often ask another question before
the youth have time to think about a response.
3. Present questions to the whole group. Youth do not like
to be singled out or put on the spot, and this is easily
avoided by asking questions or seeking discussion from
the whole group.
4. Provide feedback after a group member responds. This
can be affirmation of the person for responding even if
the response was one that you do not really agree with
or appreciate.
5. After an initial question and response, follow up with
probing questions. This needs to be done in an inquiring
tone that seeks to better understand the response.
6. After asking a question, be silent. Learn to live with
silence. If you sit there and wait, then the youth will
realize you are serious about hearing from them. Just
a rephrasing of the question may be necessary if you
think they really did not understand.
7. Use an inquiry style rather than an interrogation style.

8. Encourage group members to ask their own questions.
As you nurture kids in leadership, the time will come
when they will take a greater lead, and this can have its
roots in getting them to think and inquire and propose
new ideas.
9. Avoid echoing group member response. Truly reflecting
on what a young person has said is not to just parrot
their response, but a good summary will let them know
that you have heard and are serious about understanding
their position.
10. Accept group member responses as if they are gifts.
Anyone who has worked with youth for any length of
time is aware how hard it is to lead a meaningful discussion. When you do get a response, build on it by
affirming and thanking them and then tease out a little
more interaction.
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